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Preface 

The extreme weather conditions that are conducive to wildfire disasters (usually a combination 

of extended drought, low relative humidity and high winds) can occur in this area of Georgia as 

infrequently as every 10-15 years. This is not a regular event, but as the number of homes that 

have been built in or adjacent to forested or wildland areas increases, it can turn a wildfire under 

these weather conditions into a major disaster. Wildfires move fast and can quickly overwhelm 

the resources of even the best equipped fire department. Advance planning can save lives, homes 

and businesses. 

 

This Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) includes a locally assessed evaluation of the 

wildland urban interface areas of the county, looking at the critical issues regarding access to 

these areas, risk to properties from general issues such as building characteristics and “fire wise” 

practices and response from local firefighting resources. It further incorporates a locally devised 

action plan to mitigate these risks and hazards though planning, education and other avenues that 

may become available to address the increasing threat of wildland fire. The CWPP does not 

obligate the county financially in any way, but instead lays a foundation for improved emergency 

response if and when grant funding is available to the county. 

 

The Plan is provided at no cost to the county and can be very important for county applications 

for hazard mitigation grant funds through the National Fire Plan, FEMA mitigation grants and 

Homeland Security. Under the Healthy Forest Restoration Act (HFRA) of 2003, communities 

(counties) that seek grants from the federal government for hazardous fuels reduction work are 

required to prepare a Community Wildfire Protection Plan. 

 

This plan will: 

 

 Enhance public safety 

 Raise public awareness of wildfire hazards and risks 

 Educate homeowners on how to reduce home ignitability 

 Build and improve collaboration at multiple levels 

 

The public does not have to fall victim to this type of disaster. Homes (and communities) can be 

designed, built and maintained to withstand a wildfire even in the absence of fire equipment and 

firefighters on the scene. It takes planning and commitment at the local level before the wildfire 

disaster occurs and that is what the Community Wildfire Protection Plan is all about. 
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 I. OBJECTIVES & COMMUNITY COLLABORATION  

The mission of the following report is to set clear priorities for the implementation of wildfire 

mitigation in Hancock County. The plan includes prioritized recommendations for the 

appropriate types and methods of fuel reduction and structure ignitability reduction that will 

protect this community and its essential infrastructure. It also includes a plan for wildfire 

suppression. Specifically, the plan includes community-centered actions that will: 

 

 Educate citizens on wildfire, its risks, and ways to protect lives and properties, 

 Support fire rescue and suppression entities, 

 Focus on collaborative decision-making and citizen participation, 

 Develop and implement effective mitigation strategies, and 

 Develop and implement effective community ordinances and codes. 

The core team convened on March 9
th

, 2010 to assess risks and develop the Community Wildfire 

Protection Plan. The group is comprised of representatives from local government, local fire 

authorities, and the state agency responsible for forest management. Below are the groups 

included in the task force: 

 

Hancock Sparta Fire Department 

Hancock County EMA 

Georgia Department of Corrections  

Georgia Forestry Commission 

It was decided to conduct a general assessment of the county using the hazard and wildfire risk 

assessment as a basis for discussion. The core team reconvened on Jan 20
th

, 2011 for the 

purpose of completing the following: 

Risk Assessment Assessed wildfire hazard risks and prioritized mitigation actions. 

Fuels Reduction Identified strategies for coordinating fuels treatment projects. 

Structure Ignitability  Identified strategies for reducing the ignitability of structures 

within the Wildland interface. 

Emergency Management Forged relationships among local government and fire districts and 

developed/refined a pre-suppression plan. 

Education and Outreach Developed strategies for increasing citizen awareness and action 

and to conduct homeowner and community leader workshops. 
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 II. COMMUNITY BACKGROUND AND WILDFIRE HISTORY  

Background 

Hancock County lies between the Oconee and Ogeechee rivers, in east central Georgia. It was 

founded December 17, 1793, and was named for John Hancock, signer of the Declaration of 

Independence. Sparta, established in 1795 and incorporated in 1805, is the county seat. 

Hancock is steeped in history, from the early post-Revolutionary period and throughout the 

nineteenth century. The area attracted Revolutionary War (1775-83) veterans from Virginia, the 

Carolinas, and New England, who came to take advantage of the 1806 land lottery. These early 

settlers carved a refined community out of frontier forests. In 1825, on his American tour, 

the Marquis de Lafayette was hosted in Sparta by former Congressman William Terrell and 

others. By 1840 Hancock had given Georgia two governors, Nathaniel E. Harris and Charles 

McDonald, and had become well known for its strong educational institutions and religious 

affiliations. 

In 1806 Georgia Methodists, as part of the South Carolina Conference of the Methodist Church, 

met in Sparta. Two prominent late-nineteenth-century Methodist bishops were Sparta residents: 

Bishop George Foster Pierce and his African American counterpart, Bishop Lucius Holsey. 

Presbyterians, Catholics, and Baptists also contributed to the early religious heritage of the 

county. Several male academies, at Powelton, Mount Zion, and Sparta, were nationally known; 

and the Sparta Female Model School attracted wealthy young girls from New England and the 

mid-Atlantic states. In 1862 Richard Malcolm Johnston's famous boys' school at Rockby set an 

example as a progressive institute of learning unique for nineteenth-century schools. 

Cotton brought prosperity to the county by 1830. Better farming practices were introduced by 

innovative planters like David Dickson, who designed a plow and began the practice of using bat 

guano for fertilizer. Dickson, along with other progressive planters, founded the Hancock County 

Planters Club in 1837 to encourage improved agricultural achievements. It had a statewide 

influence on planters who witnessed the club's enthusiasm and successful yields, and it helped 

turn the tide of emigration to western lands after cotton farming had depleted the soil. 

In January 1861, when the Georgia Secession Convention convened, the three Hancock County 

representatives, all staunch Unionists, voted against withdrawal. When Georgia seceded, 

however, they threw their fortunes in with the Confederacy, and the county supported four years 

of war by supplying soldiers and turning cotton fields to corn and grain fields to sustain an army. 

Two Confederate generals were born in Hancock County, and Linton Stephens, the half brother 

of Alexander Stephens, vice president of the Confederacy, lived in Sparta from 1852 to 1872. 

The town of Linton (near Sparta) was named for him in 1858. 

War came to Hancock County in November 1864, when elements of General William T. 

Sherman's Union forces left Milledgeville on the infamous March to the Sea. Cavalry under 

Brigadier General Judson Kilpatrick raided the southern part of Hancock along the Ogeechee 

River, destroying farms and burning cotton. But the real devastation came in the war's aftermath. 

Most of the wealthy citizens left Sparta and Hancock County in the years following the war, and 

the area's prosperity declined considerably during Reconstruction. William J. Northen, who had 

moved to the county in the 1850s and established a farm there, was elected governor of Georgia 

in 1890. 
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Hancock never recovered its antebellum reputation as one of the richest counties in the state. The 

twentieth century saw a small return to farming, especially cotton, but by the 1940s that was 

gone, and timber replaced cotton as the county's main source of revenue. In 1921 writer Jean 

Toomer arrived in Sparta to work as the substitute principal at a black industrial school. 

Toomer's experiences in the community inspired his acclaimed novel Cane, which was published 

in 1923. 

Hobbled by a legacy of political unrest and a weak economy, Hancock County's population 

consistently declined during much of the twentieth century. Once one of the richest counties in 

the state and now one of the poorest, Hancock ranks at the bottom of the state's counties in 

education and economic welfare. There have been efforts to capitalize on Hancock's rich history, 

including plans for heritage tourism with a museum and historical tours. Several National 

Register historic districts and sites are located around the county and in Sparta. In 2003 several 

roads in Hancock County became part of the Historic Piedmont Scenic Byway, a route that is 

intended to promote the historical and cultural features of the county. 

According to the 2000 U.S. census, the population of Hancock County was 10,076 (77.8 percent 

black, 21.5 percent white, and 0.5 percent Hispanic), a 13 percent increase over 1990 figures. A 

satellite campus of Sandersville Technical College opened in Sparta in 2004. 

Wildfire History 

 
Hancock County located in just north of the fall line in central Georgia, once being the heart of 

the cotton plantation region has reverted back over the past decades to largely oak and pine 

forest. It is almost 87% forested. Despite the large blocks of woodlands covering much of the 

county, there are still homes and small communities scattered throughout. The risks and hazards 

from the wildland urban interface are fairly general and substantial throughout the county even 

on the edges of the incorporated cities. 

 

Hancock County is protected by a joint city county fire department with stations in the cities of 

Sparta and Devereaux. There are two additional rural stations in the southeastern portion of the 

county serving the communities along Lake Sinclair and a Department of Corrections station at 

the Hancock State Prison. The Georgia Forestry Commission maintains a county protection unit 

located near White Plains to respond to wildfires throughout the county. The city of Sparta is 

serviced by pressurized water systems with hydrants following Hwy 22 from the Baldwin county 

line north to the community of Culverton. There is also a water line and hydrants extending to 

the small community of Beulah. 

 

Over the past forty five years, Hancock County has averaged 51 reported wildland fires per year, 

burning an average of 283 acres per years. Using more recent figures over the past 10 years 

(2007 – 2016), the numbers have decreased to an average of 33 fires per year burning on average 

207 acres annually. The occurrence of these fires during this later period shows a pronounced 

peak during the month of March but during the remainder of the year, the monthly average 

doesn’t vary much 

 

Over the past 10 years the leading cause of these fires, was Debris Burning causing 43% of 

the fires and 44% of the acres burned. The second leading cause of these fires was Machine 

Use.  
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County = Hancock Cause  Fires   Acres  

Fires 

5 Yr 

Avg 

Acres 

5 Yr Avg  

Campfire  Campfire 1   14.50  1.00 12.54  

Children  Children 1 
 

0.10  0.20 0.02  

Debris: Ag Fields, 

Pastures, Orchards, Etc  

Debris: Ag Fields, Pastures, 

Orchards, Etc 
2 

 

20.55  1.00 7.53  

Debris: Construction Land 

Clearing  

Debris: Construction Land 

Clearing 
2 

 

17.73  0.40 3.55  

Debris: Escaped 

Prescribed Burn 

Debris: Escaped Prescribed 

Burn 
4   11.10  4.80 36.63  

Debris: Household 

Garbage 

Debris: Household Garbage 2 
 

2.75  0.60 3.03  

Debris: Other  Debris: Other 1 
 

1.00  0.40 0.22  

Debris: Residential, 

Leafpiles, Yard, Etc  

Debris: Residential, Leafpiles, 

Yard, Etc 
5 

 

27.62  3.40 24.43  

Debris: Site Prep - 

Forestry Related  

Debris: Site Prep - Forestry 

Related 
4 

 

5.55  1.20 1.46  

Incendiary Incendiary 0   0.00  0.60 0.67  

Lightning  Lightning 1   10.10  1.20 12.18  

Machine Use  Machine Use 8 
 

47.15  3.00 12.93  

Miscellaneous: 

Firearms/Ammunition  

Miscellaneous: 

Firearms/Ammunition 
1 

 

8.80  0.40 5.34  

Miscellaneous: Other  Miscellaneous: Other 0   0.00  0.40 1.39  

Miscellaneous: Power 

lines/Electric fences  

Miscellaneous: Power 

lines/Electric fences 
5 

 

5.30  4.20 34.10  

Miscellaneous: 

Spontaneous 

Heating/Combustion  

Miscellaneous: Spontaneous 

Heating/Combustion 
0   0.00  0.20 0.10  

Miscellaneous: 

Structure/Vehicle Fires  

Miscellaneous: 

Structure/Vehicle Fires 
0   0.00  0.20 0.29  

Miscellaneous: 

Woodstove Ashes  

Miscellaneous: Woodstove 

Ashes 
2 

 

1.10  0.60 0.92  

Smoking  Smoking 1 
 

2.00  0.40 2.44  

Undetermined  Undetermined 4 
 

4.51  1.80 3.03  

Totals for County: 

Hancock Year: 2017 
  44 

 

179.86  26.00 162.80  

https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Campfire&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Children&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Ag%20Fields,%20Pastures,%20Orchards,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Ag%20Fields,%20Pastures,%20Orchards,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Construction%20Land%20Clearing&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Construction%20Land%20Clearing&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Escaped%20Prescribed%20Burn&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Escaped%20Prescribed%20Burn&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Household%20Garbage&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Household%20Garbage&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Other&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Residential,%20Leafpiles,%20Yard,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Residential,%20Leafpiles,%20Yard,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Site%20Prep%20-%20Forestry%20Related&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Debris:%20Site%20Prep%20-%20Forestry%20Related&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Incendiary&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Lightning&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Machine%20Use&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Firearms/Ammunition&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Firearms/Ammunition&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Other&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Power%20lines/Electric%20fences&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Power%20lines/Electric%20fences&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Spontaneous%20Heating/Combustion&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Spontaneous%20Heating/Combustion&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Spontaneous%20Heating/Combustion&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Structure/Vehicle%20Fires&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Structure/Vehicle%20Fires&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Woodstove%20Ashes&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Woodstove%20Ashes&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Smoking&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Hancock&SelectCause=Undetermined&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
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Acreage Burned /Number of Fires  

For State-wide  

For FY 2007-2016 

Year Acreage Burned Number of Fires 
Average size Statewide 

Average Size 

2007 190.14 42 4.53 18.64 

2008 267.37 41 6.52 4.56 

2009 187.77 33 5.69 3.90 

2010 79.78 29 2.75 3.93 

2011 256.28 53 4.84 17.56 

2012 454.14 52 8.73 5.08 

2013 311.15 36 8.64 4.53 

2014 215.65 27 7.99 5.02 

2015 36.00 16 2.25 4.42 

2016 71.36 7 10.19 6.29 
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http://www.wildlandfirersg.org/LinkClick.aspx?link=http%3a%2f%2fiafc.org%2f&tabid=1552&portalid=18&mid=7485
http://www.wildlandfirersg.org/LinkClick.aspx?link=http%3a%2f%2faig.com%2f&tabid=1552&portalid=18&mid=7485
http://www.wildlandfirersg.org/LinkClick.aspx?link=http%3a%2f%2faig.com%2f&tabid=1552&portalid=18&mid=7485


http://www.whitehouse.gov/infocus/healthyforests/


http://www.nfpa.org/categoryList.asp?categoryID=124&URL=Codes%20and%20Standards
http://www.nfpa.org/categoryList.asp?categoryID=15&URL=Research%20&%20Reports
http://www.nfpa.org/categoryList.asp?categoryID=1263&URL=Learning/Training%20and%20professional%20development
http://www.nfpa.org/categoryList.asp?categoryID=1491&URL=Learning/Public%20education


http://www.firewise.org/
http://www.wildfireprograms.com/
http://www.interfacesouth.org/
http://www.nfpa.org/
http://www.firegrantsupport.com/
http://www.federalgrantswire.com/national-fire-plan--rural-fire-assistance.html
http://www.fireadapted.org/
http://www.wildlandfirersg.org/
http://www.wildfireprepday.org/
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